Transforming Cultures eJournal Vol. In our society even the language of war has become very common: history wars, cultural wars. We seem to be having endless wars. Someone came up with "an Analogy war" the other day. Here we were caught up in "an Analogy war" and no one noticed.
But we can't be blamed given how many wars we are surrounded with at the moment.
On the positive side, most of us are surviving well, so far, in spite of them. Now, I'm not simply interested in describing warring society. I'm also interested in describing how academics and particularly intellectuals work and write in these conditions. Of course, this is for me a personal question. The first thing that is important to remember about warring societies is that they emphasise the logic of friends and enemies. I say emphasise because this logic is always present in society. It is the very logic of politics. Politicians don't have the luxury of endlessly questioning where they are standing. Otherwise they'll be totally silly and inefficient as politicians. Politics has the logic of friends and enemies because in politics you have to take positions. At one point or another, you have to stop thinking critically and reflexively and say, "this is where I stand. And it is from this standpoint that I have to act. If you're with me you're my friend if you are not you are my enemy".
Intellectuals, on the other hand, can afford to be quite inefficient and indeed, it is part of their ethos. It is ethical for intellectuals to be continuously questioning where they are standing. We can paradoxically say that being practically/politically inefficient, constantly questioning where one has ended up, is part of being an efficient intellectual.
And therefore intellectuals are not really position takers, by their very nature. There is a continuous tension between politicians and intellectuals I think. Recently, I said to a political activist friend that I am having second thoughts about the efficiency of the call for the academic boycott of Israel even though it was a good strategy when it was initially introduced. Her response was: "how could you even think that this would be the case?". I replied that she was a political activist and so she has to stop herself from thinking to maintain her activism. I on the other hand there is nothing that I would stop myself from thinking. I thought that this pretty much captured the difference between us even though we shared a lot in common. Now, very importantly, I think, these two tendencies I've been talking about are simply professionalisation of two tendencies which exist within every citizen. That is, every citizen has one part of them which is about position-taking and one part of them which is about questioning. And warring societies also force that part of the citizen which is questioning to stop existing and for the position-taking, the part that thinks friends/enemies, to take over and become much more dominant in the making of the citizen.
Susan Sontag, I think, put it very nicely when she said that today, in the United States, people are not required to be citizens, they are required to be conscripts. And this logic of conscription is precisely what captures this idea that the citizen has to think in terms of friends or enemy, are you with us or not with us? You're for us or you're against us.
Warring societies, again, like colonial settler societies cannot tolerate the thought of commonness with the other. In fact, they are not very xenophobic in the sense that they are not scared of the difference of the other. They love the other to be different. They love their others to be different and they love their difference. They are not scared of their difference from the others, they're scared of their sameness with the others! That's why in Against Paranoid Nationalism I call this 'homeophobia' (the fear of sameness) not xeno-phobia. I don't want to be put in a position where I'm looking at the other and saying, "she's a human being like me" or "he's a human being like me", that will disrupt my friends-enemy logic and I don't want to face it. And so culturally different is very good! Again, notice the slogans, "they hate us because they hate us". Here, as in the discourse of the refugee, there is no sign of envy. The absence of the discourse of envy is very important because usually we can actually insult someone by telling him he is envious of us. But to say to someone, "you're envious," is not a good insult because what I desire, you're saying they are human beings like us. But in a truly warring logic not even this basic sameness with the enemy should be allowed. They don't hate us because they envy us, they hate us because they hate us. Full stop. Let's not try and find any common ground here.
The sole aim of the "other" is to undermine me, undermine my existence and my sole aim is to find ways of undermining him or her, in order not to let them undermine my own existence. That is the logic of war. This is why the warring society now legitimises slowly and clearly all sorts of practices which are considered within non-warring, normal situations as unethical and illegitimate. Torture, lying, manipulation --all of these are undemocratic, unethical practices which in normal times we consider don't belong to our society. Suddenly our society starts saying, "That's okay, we can do this".
Recently Georgio Agamben, following Schmidt, argued: "It's a state of exception". Not only is it a state of exception but it is a wonderful conception, it is a permanent state of So, both colonial settler societies and warring societies undermine speech, subvert speech, subvert the weight of speech by subverting it's impact. There is an ethical content to speech which is vacated also out of that speech. We see it with right wing warriors turning terms which had very high ethical content once upon a time, terms like sexism, racism. Now, you throw sexism or racism at people and they say, Reverse! Reverse sexism. Reverse racism! But the word has no longer any impact in making people stop to think twice about the unethical effect of what they are doing.
How can academics, writers, intellectuals work in conditions such as warring societies?
It is a very difficult issue because warring societies by suspending self-criticism for the sake of politics and by encouraging empty vacuous speech, they encourage among intellectuals the production of repetitive and confirmationist discourse. I've witnessed this kind of discourse a lot during the war in Lebanon. It is a mode of writing and speaking in a situation where you know that your audience has given up on trying to learn. In fact they think they know everything there is to know and they listen to you simply to judge whether you know as much as they do. You go and have a political 
